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T
he work of the late Canadian 
artist Carl Beam (1943–2005), 
of mixed Objiwe and American 
descent, presents a confronta-
tion and a challenge to limited 
thinking of all kinds. Beam’s pioneering art, 
which was honored with the Governor Gen-
eral’s Award for Media and Visual Art in 2005, 
demands that the viewer look anew at people, 
objects, events, icons, stories and histories, 
and explore ways of interrelatedness that they 
might not have considered or been trained to 
see before. 
Simultaneously, Beam’s work suggests and 
reveals the violent and brutal results that arise 
from marginalizing mechanisms and belief 
systems propelled by intolerance, disrespect, 
radical simplicity, unquestioned tradition, 
power and greed. Since the late 1970s, he has 
furthered intellectual and ethical discussion 
not just on the ongoing marginalization of In-
digenous peoples, worldviews and belief sys-
tems, but also on the gap between mainstream 
and contemporary Indigenous art. When the 
National Gallery of Canada acquired Beam’s 
monumental mixed media work The North 
American Iceberg for its contemporary art sec-
tion in 1986, it was instrumental in bringing 
renewed recognition for the importance of 
contemporary Native art or, rather, as Beam 
himself insisted, of contemporary art by art-
ists of Native descent. 
History, as an ideological device at work 
on a personal and a global level, constitutes 
a major theme in Beam’s work. Often, Beam 
rearranges existing narratives of history, di-
vorcing images and events from their “origi-
nal” historiographical contexts and opening 
them up for renewed scrutiny and signifi-
cance. The artist himself frequently appears 
through the insertion of autobiographical 
remarks or representations of himself into 
the work; he highlights the individual/artist’s 
position and role in the world and its systems 
of representation and signification. If the sim-
plifying force of these systems is revealed in 
this manner, Beam’s work also suggests their 
great power. The process of meaning-making 
is a devastating and destructive force when it 
creates falsehoods and imposes limited and 
damaging traits on people, but it can also act 
as a powerfully creative and inspiring force 
when it brings different worlds of seeing and 
knowing together. 
Beam’s demand of viewer-participation in 
the tasks of interpretation and (re)construc-
tion of histories and interhuman connection 
also implies a questioning of the formation 
of memory. This question extends from per-
sonal memory to the constitution of collective 
or national memory – a matter which Beam 
investigates through inquiries into public 
memorialization and commemoration. It is 
from this perspective that the art work that is 
central in this essay, Carl Beam’s Anne Frank, 
1929-1945, acquires meaning. 
In 1980, Beam traveled to the American 
southwest and began an exploration of the 
ancient Mimbres and Anasazi pottery tradi-
tion. Greatly energized and inspired by the 
possibilities that the tradition offered, Beam 
explained, “the hemispherical quality of a 
large bowl still excites me like no cup, teapot, 
plate or other clay shape can do…it is a uni-
verse unto itself where anything can happen 
– the designs are limitless.” The Anne Frank 
bowl is one of several artworks that came 
out of Beam’s embrace of Indigenous pottery 
traditions. It carries a representation of Anne 
Frank in white and brown, amidst stylized 
parallel curved lines and zigzag patterns in 
white, brown and blackish-brown. 
Beam’s inclusion of the German-Dutch 
Jewish girl Anne Frank in his work, one of the 
most famous icons of the mass murder of the 
Jewish people during the Holocaust perpe-
trated by the Nazis, is no easy citation. Refer-
encing the immense pain, trauma and shock 
inflicted upon so many millions of people, 
the iconography is inevitably heavily loaded. 
By bringing the Holocaust into the realm 
of indigeneity as an artist of Native descent, 
however, Beam endows his bowl with addi-
tional complexities. After all, Beam’s particu-
lar commemoration of Anne Frank implies a 
comparison between the genocidal violence 
CARL BEAM’S 
TRIBUTE TO ANNE FRANK
“I play a game of dreaming ourselves as  
each other. In this we find out that we’re  
all basically human.” – Carl Beam
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CARL BEAM’S 
TRIBUTE TO ANNE FRANK
Anne Frank (1929–1945), 1987. © Carl Beam (Anishinaabe). Natural mineral 
pigment on unglazed earthenware. 7.5" x 15", Royal Ontario Museum,  
Toronto: 2001.168.11. Copyright Visual Arts – CARCC, 2018.
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against Indigenous peoples under colonial-
ism on the one hand, and the Holocaust on 
the other. This comparison occurs despite the 
fact that production of the Classic Mimbres 
bowls is commonly claimed to have ceased at 
around 1130 AD; our contemporary knowl-
edge of the devastation that was unleashed in 
the American Southwest and the New World 
in general with the arrival of the Europeans 
cannot simply be put on hold.
The comparison is especially loaded 
because in many cultures of memory the 
Holocaust is seen as a “unique” event in hu-
man history which has no parallel. As a result, 
comparisons to other atrocities and genocides 
are perceived as ethically dangerous in that 
they might dilute, relativize or even trivialize 
the memory of the Holocaust. Nevertheless, 
the question, although still largely taboo, is 
gaining relevance and urgency with the in-
creasing social and moral need to address the 
historical practices and continuing legacies 
of (settler) colonialism. In the realm of com-
parative studies, theorist Michael Rothberg 
ABOVE: A portrait of Anne Frank (1929-1945) taken 
in a photography booth with her weight and the date 
the photo was taken printed on the border, Aachen, 
Germany. From Anne Frank’s photo album.
RIGHT: Photo mural at the Anne Frank House 
Museum, Amsterdam, Netherlands. On July 6, 1942, 
the Frank family went into hiding in the building at 
Prinsengracht 263, which housed the business of 
Anne’s father Otto. The building consisted of the main 
house and the annex. Eight people hid on the top 
floors of the annex. A moveable bookcase concealed a 
secret entrance (shown on facing page). 
“WHEN MEMORIES OF 
SLAVERY AND COLONIALISM 
BUMP UP AGAINST MEMO-
RIES OF THE HOLOCAUST IN 
CONTEMPORARY MULTICUL-
TURAL SOCIETIES, MUST A 
COMPETITION OF VICTIMS 
ENSUE?” THEORIST MICHAEL 
ROTHBERG ARGUES IN FA-
VOR OF A VIEWPOINT WHICH 
ALLOWS FOR “NEW FORMS 
OF SOLIDARITY AND NEW 
VISIONS OF JUSTICE.”
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has recently warned against the danger of a 
hierarchical and competitive stance, asking, 
“When memories of slavery and colonialism 
bump up against memories of the Holocaust 
in contemporary multicultural societies, must 
a competition of victims ensue?” Rothberg 
instead argues in favor of a viewpoint which 
allows for “new forms of solidarity and new 
visions of justice.”
Considering Beam’s usage of Anne Frank, 
it is immediately clear that a competitive ap-
proach leads nowhere at all: the bowl would PH
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instantly become a simple work of terrible 
cynicism and complaint which, although 
justified, would be no more than that: a com-
plaint at the lack of recognition and public 
commemoration for the Native (cultural) 
genocide. When approached in a competitive 
mode, the bowl becomes an easy and tired 
way of denouncing the colonizer: not only 
would it constitute an abuse of Anne Frank’s 
life and death but also a distortion of the pot-
tery tradition into which Beam taps.
So what does the bowl accomplish? What 
is there for the viewer to see and ponder? First 
of all, Beam’s representation of Anne Frank 
is not based on an iconic image of her, but 
departs from a relatively unknown photo-
graph of Anne Frank as a young girl. This 
rejection of iconic representation emphasizes 
that Anne was multiple and alive; she was a 
human being with a life outside that of the 
Holocaust. Beam reconnects us to her; we 
meet her again as a girl, a five-year-old child, 
donning a happy smile, a cap on her head and 
wearing a sturdy jacket (see page 30). Anoth-
er striking feature is that Carl has misspelled 
her name. This defamiliarizing element may 
likewise serve to resist the violence of repre-
sentation which has reduced Anne Frank to 
a single meaning. But the viewer may also 
wonder why Anne Frank’s name is there at 
all, together with the years of her birth and 
death, and the star of David beneath them. 
With a shock we realize that these are the 
conventional Western markers of a grave. 
The bowl, we realize, is a symbolic burial 
place that bestows respect on a sweet, smil-
ing, strong-looking little girl – a girl whose 
body was never identified and who never did 
receive an individual grave. In this context, 
Beam’s artwork becomes all the more pow-
erful when we realize that classic Mimbres 
bowls were used in burial rituals: the bowl 
was placed on the cranium of the head, or 
covered the face. In most cases, these funerary 
bowls held a so-called “kill-hole,” a hole pre-
sumably made with a sharp object to provide 
a way out for the body’s spirit – an element 
that Beam chose not to add. The emphasis 
lies, as so often in Beam’s work, in bringing 
different worldviews together. Usually, this 
results in challenge and collision, but in the 
case of the Anne Frank bowl, the merger of 
different rituals for the dead impresses the 
viewer as a force that is meant to engender 
respect and a profound realization of human 
loss across human history, and the centrality 
of the human need for mourning. 
If we allow ourselves to follow Beam’s 
magic, crossing temporal, spatial, national, 
cultural and ethnic borders, it becomes pos-
sible to imagine the continued presence of 
the force, spirit and wisdom of the Mimbres 
of the ancient Southwest. In Beam’s artistic 
vision, the Mimbres have taken note of the 
occurrence, in the 20th century, of another 
vast tragedy at the hands of modernity, such 
as would befall the North American continent 
which they, by extension of Beam’s hypothe-
sis, would likewise have witnessed. To imagine 
that they would respond to this vast tragedy of 
the mid-20th century, and bestow respect on 
Anne Frank, making a ceramic bowl for her to 
honor and assist her in the process towards an 
afterlife, is a powerful experience.
Beam, one could argue, literally places 
Anne Frank inside a new realm of historio-
graphy and a new realm of commemorative 
practice: rather than engaging in a competi-
tion, it would seem that the bowl is embrac-
ing Anne Frank; it has encapsulated her, 
shields her, accepts her in the lap of an ancient 
group whose lives predated colonialism, but 
who – by extension of the same logic that they 
know Anne Frank’s fate and story – know the 
history of the Indigenous peoples of North 
America. It is often argued that the recogni-
tion of the Holocaust as a vast and universal 
tragedy for humankind has been important 
also because this recognition has enabled the 
articulation of other instances of human suf-
fering and victimization. The funerary bowl 
that Beam made turns this argument the 
other way around. The Holocaust can be ap-
proached and remembered as part of a larger 
pattern set in the colonial period. Rather than 
using (or abusing) the Holocaust to articulate 
Indigenous suffering and victimization, as de-
tractors might argue, Beam actually reverses 
the situation. He evokes an Indigenous world 
as way to honor and memorialize Anne Frank, 
not as the icon carrying the terrible weight of 
a unique Holocaust memory, but as a human 
girl who encountered vast forces of unforgiv-
able ignominy unleashed in the mid-20th cen-
tury, a human victim deserving of respect and 
a proper burial ritual. X
Mathilde Roza is associate professor of American Literature 
and American Studies at Radboud University Nijmegen,  
the Netherlands.
This article is based on a presentation at the 39th annual 
American Indian Workshop, held at the University of Ghent, 
Ghent, Belgium, in April 2018.
BEAM: AN 
OVERVIEW
Carl Beam was born in 1943 in what 
is now M’Chigeeng First Nation, 
Manitoulin Island, Ont., where he died 
in July 2005. Beam attended the St. 
Charles Garnier residential school in 
Spanish, Ont., studied painting at the 
Kootenay School of Art and obtained 
his Bachelor of Fine Arts degree at 
the University of Victoria in 1974. His 
work includes painting, photo-transfer, 
etching, ceramics, performance, instal-
lation and more. 
Beam was involved in several impor-
tant exhibitions of Indigenous art such 
as Beyond History in Vancouver in 1989, 
Indigena at the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization and Land, Spirit, Power at 
the National Gallery of Canada, both in 
1992. A large retrospective of his work, 
containing 50 of Beam’s art works, 
Carl Beam: The Poetics of Being, was 
organized by the National Gallery of 
Canada in 2010, and travelled through-
out Canada. 
The exhibition was installed at the 
National Museum of the American Indi-
an in New York in 2012. That same year 
the Museum purchased Beam’s mixed-
media work on paper titled Burying the 
Ruler (1992) for its permanent collec-
tion; in addition, the Museum holds a 
watercolor by Beam titled Eagle and the 
Moon (1982).
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FACING PAGE: Carl Beam (Anishinaabe), 1943–2005. Burying the Ruler, 1992. Mixed media on paper; 72.4" x 50.4" x 2.6". NMAI 26/8828.  
ABOVE: Carl Beam (Anishinaabe), 1943–2005. Eagle and the Moon, 1982. Watercolor; 30.7" x 40.4". NMAI 25/2521
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